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Abstract 
This paper focuses on representations of labour migrants and interrogates how 
such  imaginaries  shape  migrant  recruitment  and  employment  regimes.  The 
recruitment and employment of labour migrants inevitably involves a range of 
knowledge practices which affect who is recruited, from where and for what 
purposes.  In  particular  this  paper  seeks  to  advance  understandings  of  how 
images of ‘bodily goodness’ are represented graphically and how perceptions of 
migrant workers influence the recruitment of workers from Latvia. The analysis 
results in a schema of the ‘filtering’ processes that are enacted to ‘produce’ the 
‘ideal’ migrant worker.   
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1.  Introduction 
Recruitment and employment of labour migrants involves a range of knowledge practices 
which produce observable selectivity in who is recruited, from where, and for what purposes 
(Findlay et al, 2010; Kanbur and Rapoport, 2005). Although the migration literature often 
gives the impression that labour migration is either the product of individual decisions by 
potential movers about where best to achieve returns on their human or social capital (Borjas, 
1989; Sjaastad, 1962), or the result of the state in opening labour markets to selective flows 
of people with specific skills from certain places of origin (while barring entry to others) 
through  national  immigration  legislation  (Kofman,  2010;  Massey,  1999),  in  practice  the 
social and cultural processes that produce migration are entangled in a much more complex 
web of social relations and knowledge practices. These not only produce a complex migrant 
division of labour within destination regions, especially global cities (Wills et al, 2010), but 
also are shaped by the international tentacles of labour recruitment systems that filter labour 
from source regions through often unacknowledged social and cultural practices undertaken 
by recruitment agents and other transnational economic actors.  
 
This paper analyses a range of knowledge practices revealed by interviews with recruitment 
agencies,  policymakers  and  employers.  Most  migration  research  privileges  the  migrant’s 
interpretation  through  investigating  their  experience  of  migration  and  through  seeking  to 
understand their interpretation of the forces that explain their motivations for international 
mobility. By contrast there remains insufficient attention given to the economic, social and 
cultural structures that shape the context within which people move. By focussing on the 
interpretation of migration systems of those who are key actors in facilitating and organising 
the mobility of others, this paper hopes to shift attention away from the actions of individual 
movers to the knowledge practices that govern who is selected to move by some of those 
actors who control access to international work opportunities. In particular it is important to 
open up through research the normative judgements and understandings of the embodied 
nature of transnational labour recruitment. In this paper we focus particularly on the idealised 
images of migrant workers and how these images involve embodied forms that often go 
unacknowledged. The raison d'etre of most recruitment agencies revolves around striving to 2 
 
supply  a  desirable  product  (the  ‘good’  worker)  to  their  clients.  Recruiters  thus  play  an 
important role in the performative and transformative practices of the self that are implicated 
in the production of good workers. Evidently this can be regarded as a collaborative process 
in which migrants reflexively monitor and change their appearance and behaviour in order to 
meet the normative expectations of what the migrant worker should be.   
 
The paper consists of five main parts. First we focus on what the existing literature has to say 
about conceptions of the ‘good’ (migrant) worker and considers how these perceptions can 
play a part in producing labour migration systems. This review of the literature forms the 
basis for the two research questions which follow it. An overview of economic and migration 
trends in Latvia is then provided and a case made for why labour migration flows from Latvia 
are worthy of special academic attention. This is followed by an explanation of the methods 
employed in the research. The results sections consider representations of the good worker 
and how these in turn influence the practices which produce ‘ideal’ labour migrants. Finally 
the paper concludes with a discussion of the ways in which recruitment agencies play a key 
part in the production of international migration geographies.  
 
2.  The good migrant worker: theoretical context  
A cultural-economy stance (Amin and Thrift, 2004) would argue that economic transactions 
such as the buying and selling of labour are inherently socially and culturally embedded 
performances based on a subjective understanding of the world. Thus the economic cannot 
and should not be perceived as a rational sphere which is separate from the social realm (Lee, 
2010). This means for example that recruiting and hiring decisions are social and cultural as 
much as  they are  economic, and that workers  must perform  in a manner which may  be 
represented as economic but which reflects a need to meet cultural expectations (Crang et al, 
2003), in this instance about what is perceived to be ‘good’ practice.  
 
In  the  context  of  migrants,  recruitment  and  employment  practices  are  influenced  by 
normative understandings of what is understood to be the ‘ideal’ worker, and by discourses 
surrounding why UK employers ‘need’ migrant labour (Scott et al, 2008; MacKenzie and 3 
 
Forde, 2009; Thompson et al, 2012). East-Central European migrant workers are frequently 
portrayed by employers in positive terms, especially in contrast to domestic labour (Ruhs and 
Anderson, 2010). These knowledge practices are of interest and importance because they 
shape  labour  migration  flows  by  influencing  who  is  recruited,  from  where  and  for  what 
purposes. Significantly the literature argues that the ‘requirement’ for migrant labour cannot 
be regarded as a ‘given’. Rather labour ‘shortages are socially, economically, culturally and 
politically constructed and… need not exist’ (Geddes and Scott, 2010, 211). One could argue 
that alternatives to the widespread use of migrant labour could be found by employers such as 
offering higher wages to attract more local labour into work or the substitution of capital for 
labour.  Thus  it  is  important  to  question  why  employers  elect  to  perceive  and  represent 
migrant labour as ‘essential’ or preferable, and to investigate the nature of the relationship 
between these perceptions and actual practices, in terms of how they affect who they seek to 
recruit, where they recruit from and how they go about recruiting them.   
 
How  employers  perceive  and  represent  the  ‘good’  worker  (MacKenzie  and  Forde,  2009; 
Thompson et al, 2012) is important because it impacts on their recruitment and employment 
practices. Imperfect information about the qualities of individual candidates and normative 
understandings of the traits associated with the ‘good worker’ mean that the appropriateness 
of potential workers for particular types of jobs may be determined in an essentialist fashion 
in  relation  to  preconceptions  about  categories  such  as    age  or  sex,  as  opposed  to  the 
individual merits of a candidate. This stereotyping is of course an issue with all aspects of 
labour  recruitment,  but  it  becomes  of  particular  significance  when  the  employer  and  the 
potential employee are physically separated not  only by distance between the  country of 
employment and the place of origin of the employee (as inevitably occurs in international 
labour migration), but also by institutional distance as a result of the employer engaging a 
gangmaster or recruitment agency to find the labour skills that he/she wants to deploy. In 
these instances it is not categories such as age and gender that may be imagined as desirable 
but also other traits associated with  groups of workers from particular countries (Duncan and 
Loretto, 2004; Datta et al, 2009). Thus national origins have been shown to have been used as 
a proxy for differentiating between migrant workers producing a migrant division of labour 
(Wills et al, 2009). 
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A further refinement of this argument is that essentialising discourses also produce embodied 
imaginaries of international migration. Dunn (2010) makes the case for the body being a 
more  prominent  scale  of  analysis  in  transnational  studies.  Applying  the  arguments 
surroundings the embodied transnationalism literature (Teather, 1999; Butcher, 2010; Allon 
and Anderson, 2010) to the context of the knowledge practices of recruiters and employers 
leads to the suggestion that migrants may often be selected for their embodied characteristics 
relative to stereotypical views held by recruitment agencies and employers (Anderson and 
Ruhs, 2010). Reading embodiment in this way shifts the focus from the binaries of sex-
gender and subject-object (Nast and Pile, 1998; Longhurst, 2001; Meyer, 2010; Dunn, 2010), 
to interest in embodied imageries (that lead to expectations of migrants taking on specific 
bodily forms). It can be argued that images or bodily forms shape the performances of the 
migrant recruitment process, and that this is one way in which the ‘product’ of the ‘good 
worker’ is achieved. The performance involves not only a discourse around bodily forms of 
the good worker but also bodily expressions (emotions and affects created by the body). This 
position illustrates how Anderson’s (2010) valuable arguments concerning the ways in which 
states,  through  their  migration  policies  ‘produce’  precarious  migrant  workers  can  be 
extended. It implies that surveillance and control take place not only at the border but also at 
other scales and locations. The suggestion becomes that filtering and selection processes take 
place  beyond  the  boundaries  of  the  state  in  migrant  sending  countries  through  the 
performances associated with the international labour recruitment process.  
 
The insights offered by researchers studying embodied transnationalism potentially add to the 
extant literature that proposes an ethnically ordered hierarchy in relation to ‘hiring queues’ 
(Waldinger and Lichter, 2003). This suggests that employers seek to recruit migrant workers 
from  particular  places,  because  of  an  association  with  particular  features,  such  as  UK 
employers associating A8 nationals with a better ‘work ethic’ than UK workers or those from 
other parts of Europe (Dench et al, 2006). Such an association may however be translated 
into an imaginary embodied form, linking a good work ethic to migrants that conform to 
certain images of bodily ‘goodness’.   
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Shifting attention to bodily form and bodily expressions leads to the findings of the research 
literature on the attitudes of migrant workers. Much of this literature aptly investigates what 
these  bodily  expressions  are,  but  it  often  fails  to  consider  the  reading  of  these  bodily 
expressions. Employers, especially in relation to non-technical and lower skilled jobs, have 
been shown to prioritise ‘attitude’ over relevant experience or particular skills (Nickson et al, 
2005). In the case of the hospitality sector, UK employers have been shown to value the level 
of ‘middle classness’ which some A8 migrants can offer relative to other potential pools of 
labour such as the unemployed. Hence these ‘constructions of nationality’ can have an impact 
on the functions assigned to migrant workers, with workers from EU countries preferred to 
front  of  house  roles  to  migrants  from  regions  such  as  the  Middle  East,  Asia  or  Africa 
(Matthews and Ruhs, 2007). Critically stereotypes based on nationality interact with other 
stereotypes  for  categories  such  as  sex,  age  and  class.  The  perception  that  migrants  with 
particular characteristics and qualities can provide employers ‘what they want’ in terms of 
their (pre)scripted understandings of ‘good workers’ means that labour demand and supply 
can be thought of as ‘mutually conditioning’ (Anderson and Ruhs, 2010).    
 
The types of perceptions discussed above impact on who employers seek to recruit, how they 
go about recruiting them and where they seek to recruit them from. Taken together these 
recruitment  and  employment  practices  partially  reflect  and  structure  labour  migration 
channels and thus migration systems (Findlay and Li, 1998). This paper considers how the 
perceptions and practices of various actors in the migration process (recruitment agencies, 
employers and policymakers) shape the nature of labour migration channels from Latvia.  
 
Based on the literature reviewed above, this analysis seeks to investigate two key questions; 
How is the ‘goodness’ of the good worker represented in bodily form by significant actors in 
the migration system?  
How is ‘goodness’ enacted, performed and produced in the migrant recruitment process?   
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In seeking to answer these two questions the authors seek to illustrate the need to analyse the 
different scales and locations at which labour migration is produced. To do this challenges 
the conventional wisdom that often presents migration as disembodied and which privileges 
the state and migrants over other actors shaping the transnational field.   
 
3.  The Context of Labour Migration from Latvia 
The issues introduced above were researched in the context of labour migration from Latvia 
to the UK. Migration flows between Latvia and the United Kingdom are part of the much 
wider mobility of citizens from the eight accession states (Poland, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and Slovenia) that followed the entry of these countries 
(A8) to the European Union on 1
st May 2004. The UK, Ireland and Sweden were the only 
countries to initially not restrict the right of citizens of the A8 countries to participate in their 
labour markets. Significant disparities in earning potential meant that large numbers of A8 
migrants have participated in the British labour market since 2004 (in excess of 1.5 million, 
Blanchflower et al, 2007) and it is estimated that this group now constitutes 1.3 per cent of 
the working-age population (Dustmann et al, 2010). In April 2011 the right of other EU 
member states to restrict the access of A8 workers to their labour markets expired (the so-
called seven year ‘transitional measures’), meaning that new labour migration patterns may 
emerge as East and Central European migrants can now more easily seek employment in 
more  geographically  proximate  and  relatively  economically  buoyant  countries  such  as 
Germany.  
  
Latvia is a country with a small population of only 2.2 million (Eurostat, 2010b), much of 
which  is  concentrated  in  and  around  its  capital  city  Riga,  which  has  just  over  700,000 
inhabitants  (Riga  Municipality,  2011).  Latvia  was  selected  for  analysis  for  two  reasons. 
Firstly it avoids the ‘Polish’ stereotype of labour migration to the UK that is so prevalent. It 
therefore unveils some of the diversity of A8 migration. Second the focus on Latvia is of 
value  because  the  processes  shaping  migrant  workers  and  migration  take  on  extreme  or 
pronounced  form  in  the  Latvian  case  due  to  the  large  volume  of  Latvians  seeking 
employment abroad as a proportion of the population.  7 
 
 
Following  Accession  to  the  EU,  Latvia  experienced  rapid  economic  growth  and  low 
unemployment rates and had one of the fastest increases in wage rates amongst the Member 
States  (Kancs,  2010).  This  rapid  economic  growth  and  the  outward  migration  of  some 
workers meant that Latvia experienced domestic labour shortages and replacement labour 
migration flows into the country (Woolfson, 2009). However the Latvian economy entered 
severe recession at the beginning of 2008 (see Koyama, 2010 for an account of the factors 
that led to economic crisis in Latvia) and the subsequent 26 per cent decline in GDP over the 
following two years has been the sharpest of any nation ever recorded (Weisbrot and Ray, 
2010). Unemployment has increased from 5 per cent at the end of 2007 to 23 per cent in 
2010, the highest in Europe (Eurostat, 2010a). Latvia experienced the greatest declines in 
employment rates, imports and retail sales between the second quarter of 2008 and the second 
quarter of 2009 in Europe (Eurostat, 2010b).  
 
Figures suggest that many Latvians migrated from Latvia to other parts of Europe in the years 
immediately following their Accession to the EU but that by 2006-2007 rates of emigration 
had slowed dramatically in conjunction with the tightening of the domestic labour market 
over  this  period  (Kancs,  2010).  However  the  rapid  and  severe  collapse  of  the  Latvian 
economy is likely to have led to increased labour migration flows to elsewhere in Europe. 
Indeed Latvia now has one of the highest rates of demographic decline (losses of population 
through net migration and natural change) in Europe (Eurostat, 2010b).   
 
These  trends  are  evident  in  changes  in  the  composition  of  A8  migrants  to  the  UK.  The 
Worker Registration Scheme was used to collect administrative data on A8 migrants to the 
UK over the period from May 2004 to April 2011. Data from this source indicate that the 
proportion of new A8 migrants to Britain from Latvia has increased drastically in line with 
the country’s economic misfortunes (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Unemployment rate and proportion of Latvian WRS registrations, 2006 quarter 2 – 2011 quarter 2  
 
Source: Author’s analysis of Worker Registration Scheme data and Eurostat (2010b) 
 
In seeking to understand aspects of international recruitment practices in relation to the so-
called migrant division of labour (Wills et al, 2010), it is pertinent to commence by briefly 
positioning  the  institutions  involved  in  migrant  recruitment  in  Latvia.  Latvia  had  85 
officially-registered  employment  agencies  in  2011.  In  addition  other  gangmasters  and 
recruiters operated in the country that were not visible in the official lists of agencies. Nearly 
all registered agencies (89%) had offices only in the capital, Riga. Figure 2 maps the range of 
countries connected to Latvia through these agencies (excluding the 34 firms whose sphere of 
operation was only within Latvia). The register of Latvian employment agencies indicates 
that nearly  all international  links  are within the EU, and especially  the UK.  Britain was 
served by 59 per cent of Latvia’s international recruiters.  
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 Figure 2: Number of Latvian agencies sending workers to European countries, June 2011  
 
Data source: Latvian State Employment Agency, register of recruitment agencies 2011  
 
Amongst the agencies there was a considerable range of firm types (from those claiming to 
only offer services to employers (24%), through to those exclusively helping job seekers). In 
functional terms a key distinction was between those that operated as arms of internationally-
owned recruitment  agencies (with  headquarters  outside  Latvia) and those that were local 
Latvian companies (including travel agents who over time had evolved part of their business 
into facilitating labour mobility and specialists in the provision of particular kinds of labour 
such as crews for shipping companies). Also of great importance was the distinction between 
companies whose functions were limited to pre-selecting potential migrants for interviews 
with  foreign  employers  (who  would  later  come  to  the  country  themselves  to  make  final 
decisions on who to hire), through to organisations that not only supplied labour but also 10 
 
were  effectively  employers  of  migrant  work  gangs  engaged  under  contract  to  complete 
specific international assignments. This diversity in company type matched to some extent 
the  complex  classification  of  recruitment-employment  regimes  in  which  the  gangmasters 
were engaged (for more detail see Findlay and McCollum, under review). 
 
4.  Research methodology  
The aim of the research was to shed light on the processes responsible for the production of 
the ideal migrant worker. It involved interviews with 87 employers and recruitment agencies 
(70 in the UK and 17 in Latvia). The research was part of a wider investigation of the labour 
market dimensions of recent A8 immigration (McCollum and Findlay, 2011).  
 
The research focused on the hospitality, food production and processing sectors and took 
place across four rural and urban case study sites in UK: Southampton, Sussex/Hampshire, 
Glasgow  and  Fife/Angus,  as  well  as  in  Riga  (Latvia’s  capital)  and  in  a  rural  district  of 
western Latvia called Saldus. The Latvian State Employment Agency register of recruitment 
agencies was used to identify labour providers who were supplying workers to the UK. In 
addition,  five  of  the  interviews  were  conducted  with  Latvian  employers  and  three  with 
policymakers.  The  policymakers  interviewed  were  responsible  for  designing  and 
implementing welfare, labour market and migration policies. Most of the interviewees held 
senior positions in their organisations, such as heads of government departments or directors 
of Latvian firms and recruitment agencies. Most interviews took place at the interviewee’s 
place of work and lasted for over an hour. The interviews were recorded using a digital voice 
recorder.  The  interviews  were  then  transcribed  and  the  transcriptions  analysed  by  the 
researchers.    
 
An interesting aspect of the research involved interviewees being asked not only to describe 
but  also  to  draw  their  conception  of  the  ideal  worker.  This  was  to  encourage  research 
participants to carefully consider, articulate and give bodily form to their perceptions of the 
characteristics and qualities of the ideal migrant worker. The strategy of using images in 
migration research is not entirely novel (van Blerk and Ansell, 2006; Ortega-Alcazar and 11 
 
Dyck, 2012). For example, Gibbons and Stiles (2004) asked children in different cultural 
settings to draw various ‘ideal’ people, including the ideal person for particular occupations 
such as doctors and social workers. The research described here is however the first attempt 
by  migration  researchers  to  get  research  participants  to  draw  images  as  a  means  of 
encouraging  discussion  of  the  embodied  nature  of  international  labour  migration.  The 
procedure worked well with more self-confident interviewees, who tended to draw the most 
detailed sketches and who were the most articulate in their descriptions of the features that 
they  had drawn. By  contrast,  those that  felt self-conscious  about  the process  of drawing 
pictures  for  researchers  whom  they  had  only  recently  met,  were  less  effective  research 
participants. Overall the process of asking participants to sketch at the same time as talking 
was of value because the drawing tool complicated the respondent’s story and forced them to 
interpret their images of the migrant. This often involved reconciling contradictory accounts 
and straying from politically correct statements of how they recruited staff, thus forcing them 
to discuss the social practices underpinning the embodied dimensions of the good worker.   
 
5.  The construction of bodily forms through discourse  
The focus of this section is representations of migrant ‘goodness’ in relation to the body. This 
theme is explored by examination of the discourses used by recruiters to verbally describe the 
qualities of the ideal labour migrant and through analysis of how these idealised images are 
represented in the form of sketches of the good worker. Consideration is also given to the 
implications  of  the  understandings  and  representations  in  terms  of  how  they  shape  the 
practices  of  recruitment  agencies  and  how  these  in  turn  mould  and  channel  migration 
patterns.  
 
As has been mentioned, a key facet of the research involved asking recruiters to represent the 
components  of  bodily  ‘goodness’  that  constitute  an  ideal  migrant  worker  in  visual  form 
through sketches. Drawings of the qualities associated with the good worker varied according 
to the type of work that they would be engaged in. For example physical capability was 
particularly valued by recruiters for the agribusiness sector whereas physical attractiveness 
was deemed to be of importance by those supplying workers to the hospitality sector. Two of 
the  visual  representations,  and  the  verbal  descriptions  which  accompanied  them,  are 12 
 
reproduced below to provide a sense of the key characteristics of bodies which recruiters 
strive to seek out and shape as part of the product (good workers) that they provide for 
overseas employers. Interviewee representations of the ‘ideal bodies’ for the hospitality and 
IT sectors are shown below. Pseudonyms are used to protect interviewee anonymity.  
 
Figure 3: The ideal worker: hospitality 
 
The sketch in and of itself is unremarkable, but while producing the sketch, Velta interpreted 
the drawing and it is the interpretation that is significant. Velta notes:  
“The people who work in hospitality need to be social and communicative ....  she must smile 
because  with  a  smile  you  can  progress  much  better,  because  people  are  much  more 
responsive to you. So the smile demonstrates that you are open. And your eyes should be 
open to the other person and what they are offering you – so I have drawn the eyes wide 
open. The ears have to be big to hear opportunities, but not too big because you have to look 
well…  she has  to  look  well  – it is  appearance that matters, the woman has  to  be good 
looking. She should be slim but slim does not mean that she is a pushover. She has to follow a 
certain dress code and in each bag she needs to carry a bag, to balance. One bag is for 
beauty and the other is for work… it shows her personality to be able to balance things 
because she also needs to have a personality so that her looks do not define her. The legs 
need to be able to run in the right direction, so that you are flexible and mobile – not just 13 
 
geographically  mobile  but  able  to  adapt  for  things  that  you  don’t  expect  and  ready  to 
change”  
Velta, employer, education sector 
 
Note  how  Velta  assumes  the  body  will  be  young  and  female,  but  also  interprets  the 
embodiment of the good worker as inhabiting a healthy body - ‘she has to look well’, and a 
regulated appearance – ‘she has to follow a certain dress code’ as well as being mobile and 
flexible - thus not only ‘able to run in the right direction’ but also ‘able to adapt’. This seems 
to be an acknowledgement that the ‘hyperflexibility’ that Anderson (2010) has described is 
evident in an embodied vision of the good worker.   
 
Figure  4  shows  an  interviewee’s  portrayal  of  the  ideal  worker  in  the  IT  industry.  The 
description of the drawing offered by Teodors is insightful.  
Figure 4: The ideal worker: IT 
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“The head has big brains and two sets of ears, we need somebody who has two sets of eyes so 
that they can focus on their work and the other set is looking around them… two sets of eyes, 
one looking straight ahead and the other at their environment. They should be a brainiac and 
be like the India Sheba with the six arms - two arms on the keyboard, two that can go out and 
eat something so that they don't have to get up from their desk… we actually need two people 
in one but we just need one mouth so that there is one clear message - so one mouth, smiling 
and big ears - so that they can listen… we need a neck because we want the head to be able 
to turn around. We need strong shoulders because they carry PCs all the time so surprisingly 
you need to be fit. So we have got these strong shoulders because it helps teamwork too. So 
I'll draw the six arms and good fingers for the keyboards and equipment. The legs are strong 
to carry themselves and their colleagues… and they will be wearing sneakers - it is mad 
around here so you have got to be quick’.  
Teodors, employer, IT sector  
 
Despite being from a very different sector to Velta, Teodors describes the good worker in 
strikingly similar terms, with adaptiveness and flexibility emerging as dominant themes in 
both narratives. However Teodors places less of an emphasis on attractiveness and instead 
emphasises mental capacity ‘a brainiac’ and physical capability ‘you need to be fit’.     
 
6.  The shaping of ‘goodness’ in relation to the body: key things about 
bodies   
The striking detail of interpretation given by Velta and Teodors for bodily ‘goodness’ was 
typical of many respondents. Table 1 lists examples of the commentaries elicited from some 
of the respondents while they were sketching the ideal migrant and indicates many of the 
embodied dimensions of the good worker. As is evident from the quotes, the functionality of 
each  part  of  the  body  was  identified  as  important  –  but  each  part  also  signified  other 
characteristics – thus the legs represented not only the potential for physical mobility but also 
signified adaptability (Rihards). Similarly hands and arms had to not only appear ‘fit’ and 
able to undertake physical work (Kristaps) but also a ‘proactive’ attitude in being ‘ready’ to 
engage in new tasks (Zuzka). 
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Table 1: The meanings given to the body by recruitment agents seeking the good worker  
Sign  Significance  Signifier 
‘Smiling person’ (Peteris)  ‘Positive attitude’ (Peteris)  Affable, flexible, uncritical 
‘The eyes need to be wide open’ 
(Velta) 
‘To see the other person and what 
they are offering’ (Velta) 
Resourceful, open, proactive 
‘Have their head on their 
shoulders’ (Alise) 
‘Open to different opportunities’ 
(Alise) 
Astute, positivity, mobile 
‘A fit guy with hands’ (Kristaps) 
‘They need to be able to use the 
hands because the employee must 
do everything perfectly’ (Kristaps) 
Dexterity, meticulousness, 
competence 
‘Good walking feet’ (Peteris) 
‘Hospitality is a hard job so you will 
be tired after the long shifts’ 
(Peteris) 
Stamina, determination, resilience 
‘The hands are up’ (Zuzka) 
‘They are ready and they are 
proactive’ (Zuzka) 
Flexible, ambitious, accessible 
‘The legs are ready to walk’ 
(Rihards) 
‘Adaptive and prepared to go to 
where it is necessary to go and not 
wait for a miracle to happen’ 
(Rihards) 
Mobile, flexible, proactive 
‘Not very tall, just normal’ 
(Ludvigs) 
‘180cm or more is a problem 
because some farmers are table 
top growers and tall people cannot 
bend low enough’ (Ludvigs) 
Capable, suitable for farm work, 
selectable 
‘The height of the heels and length 
of the skirt matter’ (Alise) 
‘If the heels are too high and skirt 
is too short then most probably 
something is wrong’ (Alise) 
Professional, compliant, self-
regulating 
‘No visible tattoos and piercings 
removed during working hours’ 
(Daina) 
‘Interested in changing 
themselves’ (Daina) 
Self-regulating, compliant, 
presentable 
‘You have to be good looking’ 
(Alise) 
‘Thinking about what the first 
impression is’ (Alise) 
Forward thinking, astute, keen 
 
Almost regardless of the sector or skill level being discussed, interviewees emphasised the 
importance of potential workers having the ‘right’ attitude.  
“Attitude is the number one thing… so it is also important what qualifications you have but it 
is more about your qualities as a person: what will it be like to work with you? Because 
people can be very qualified but if they don’t work well for others then it spoils everything 
and we have to send them home”  
Aija, labour provider 
 
Traits usually associated with the ‘right’ attitude often revolved around notions of workers 
being  ‘flexible’,  ‘mobile’  and  ‘open’  to  new  ideas  and  propositions.  These  perceptions 
chimed with the evidence from interviews carried out by the researchers in the UK, where 
respondents  universally  praised the positive work-ethic of Eastern European workers and 
often compared their attitude very favourably to domestic workers. Whilst this study did not 16 
 
directly engage with migrant workers, these findings raise interesting questions regarding the 
issue of the ‘performativity of workplace identities’ (McDowell 2010, 189) in which migrants 
consciously  construct  and  monitor  their  appearance  and  actions  in  order  to  ‘fit’  the 
preconceived traits that are associated with their nationality. National stereotypes can work to 
the advantage of some migrant groups, since recruitment based on assumptions about the 
perceived  positive  skills  and  attributes  of  nationals  from  particular  places  means  that 
employers look more favourably on them than groups with less positive connotations, such as 
the unemployed (Lucas and Mansfield, 2010).  
 
An  interesting  theme  to  emerge  from  the  research  was  social  constructions  and 
representations of a ‘Latvian’ attitude that was distinct not only from that of workers in 
receiving  countries  but  also  from  other  East-Central  Europeans.  In  contrast  to  the  often 
homogenising  term  ‘East  European’  (sometimes  misrepresented  as  Polish)  referred  to 
frequently  in  the  UK  interviews,  the  Latvian  research  evidence  suggested  that  labour 
recruiters  in  Riga,  sought  to  differentiate  the  added  value  that  could  be  achieved  by 
employing a Latvian migrant.     
 
“Latvian workers - you know why we are all so successful? Because for about 700 of the last 
800 years Latvia has been under somebody [occupied], so Latvian people always just put 
their posture down and get on with the job. Polish people are traders and worriers: ‘let’s 
make a strike and nobody will work’. But  the Latvian people are easier to  manage and 
employers like it when they give instructions and they get done without lots of questions… so 
maybe he [the ideal worker] is like a soldier where you just do what you are needed to do” 
Kristaps, labour provider  
 
Kristap’s vocabulary is interesting. Not only does he immediately introduce the concept of 
power, with  Latvians  being used to  being ‘under somebody’, but  even more strongly he 
suggests that the response to requests of those in authority is unquestioning - ‘like a soldier’, 
distinguishing Latvians from Poles as passive and offering no resistance.  Both Aija and 
Kristaps therefore begin to present an understanding of the perceptions of Latvian recruiters 
as agents   operating on behalf of foreign employers who expect workers to have the self-
discipline  to  respond  to  commands  ‘like  a  soldier’  (Kristaps).  And  the  consequence  for 17 
 
migrants who failed to demonstrate this kind of Foucauldian self-regulating discipline, would 
be an external disciplining by the recruitment-employment regime whose agents would ‘have 
to send them home’ (Aija).  
 
The interviewees also showed a clear awareness of ways in which recruiters felt they could 
maximise  power  over  applicants,  with  the  submissiveness  of  applicants  being  regionally 
constructed. For unskilled manual jobs, rural peoples were represented as having fewer work 
opportunities and as a consequence they were represented as being more willing to conform 
to unpleasant foreign work regimes. Thus: 
“The ideal worker is from the countryside, people from the villages do not have experience 
and they have poor English language abilities ... but for a farm placement that person will 
work a lot harder and a lot better than someone who is from the city” 
Juris, labour provider  
 
Other socio-demographic categories whose characteristics were ‘essentialised’ as submissive 
on account of their limited power to resist included middle-aged women and older people.  
 
“The best workers are females aged 40-45: females will just work and not drink and older 
people are willing to work in pack houses and things. British people and our people who do 
know English do not want to work in agriculture. But the older people are happiest to do it 
and are working hard because they can’t find work here [in Latvia], nobody needs them and 
they can only get farm work abroad and they go and do that because what they can get here 
is not enough for living” 
                                                                                                      Ludvigs, labour provider 
 
Thus, workers with low levels of employability and those living in economically slack local 
labour markets were seen as ideal for certain types of roles as a result of their ‘realistic 
expectations’ and the pressure on them to access more or less any form of employment.  
 
The  manner  in  which  candidates  looked  and  acted  was  often  used  as  a  proxy  for  their 
outlook. A number of signifiers of attitude were highlighted by the recruiters.   18 
 
Facial expression  
Velta commented on the importance of ‘the smile’ but this was repeated time after time in the 
interviews as an indicator of a positive attitude. 
There is a smile, so the person is accessible and available for the communication (Rihards) 
Stance  
In the drawings good workers were often represented as having particular postures which 
were said to represent positive and pro-active attitudes.  
The hands matter because this person is very flexible and very active, this person is not 
waiting for something so the hands are up and ready and they are proactive (Zuzka) 
Presentation  
How candidates present themselves was also regarded as a marker of their attitude.  
It is most important not to have visible tattoos, piercings you can remove during working 
hours and of course there are the standard things like having your hair looking okay… and if 
the  candidates  are  really  interested  they  are  changing  themselves  and  if  they  are  not 
interested then we are not very sorry if they do not get the job (Daina) 
Bodily  characteristics  that  signify  a  ‘good’  attitude  towards  work  were  universally 
represented  as  being  central  to  understandings  of  what  the  ideal  worker  looks  like.  The 
aspects of other physical attributes which were valued varied across different sectors. For 
agricultural  work,  physical  agility,  endurance  and  hardiness  were  represented  as  being 
important.  
Some employers say you must look at the hands because the employee must do everything 
perfectly, so I have drawn a fit guy who is able to use the hands… and the reality is that most 
of the jobs are on legs, if it is an easy job sitting and doing things then it as an English 
person that will be doing it, local people yeah… usually they are on their legs so strong legs 
are important (Kristaps) 
In the hospitality sector ‘pleasantness’ of appearance was usually an important consideration 
for recruiters.  19 
 
She has to look well, it is appearance which matters… she should be slim but slim does not 
mean that she is a push over... the woman has to be good looking and to be able to protect 
herself and be an interesting communicator. (Velta) 
 
7.  The performance of ‘goodness’: from representations to practice  
The previous section set out how ‘goodness’ is constructed by recruiters in relation to the 
ideal migrant body. What follows is an analysis of the implications of these representations in 
terms  of  how  they  affect  the  practices  that  recruiters  use  in  identifying  and  selecting 
appropriate candidates to send to overseas based employers.  
 
7.1  Selection of performative indicators  
The  representations  of  the  ‘good  worker’  discussed  in  the  previous  section  show  how 
significant actors perceive the target group that gangmasters and employment agencies were 
trying to recruit. The interviewees in these firms often claimed that their representations were 
simply a reflection of the characteristics that UK employers were seeking. Consider Peteris, 
for example, a recruiter who notes with regard to finding candidates for hospitality sector: 
‘For hospitality there are usually no or few specific written requirements but you know what 
the employer wants… the candidate has to look right so if you are recruiting for reception 
positions then you should be young and nice with really good English knowledge. But these 
things, nobody is telling explicitly and also you cannot say that you are looking for a female 
because  you  cannot  put  up  such  an  advertisement.  But  everybody  knows  that  okay.  The 
advertisement says that I am looking for a receptionist and into my office will come males 
and females and of course I will be polite to the males... well actually I will not even put them 
on the shortlist because I know they want a female’ 
Peteris, labour provider 
 
This  interviewee  claimed  (in  line  with  most  recruiters  that  we  spoke  to)  that  as  an 
employment agency ‘you know what the employer wants’, before re-iterating some of the 
physical characteristics of the good worker discussed earlier. He also goes on to indicate the 
implicit link between possessing these ‘knowledges’ and the recruitment practices that flow 
from them – not shortlisting ‘bodies’ that do not fit the ‘ideal image’ in terms of gender, age 20 
 
or looks. Indeed we see the complex negotiation by recruiters of state equality legislation in 
relation to recruitment practices.  
 
Anderson (2010, 312) has rightly recognised that to some extent immigration controls act as 
‘a mould constructing certain types of workers through the selection of legal entrants’. The 
research reported here, examines this idea at a different scale, suggesting that recruitment 
agencies and gangmasters in applying the ‘mould’ of the ‘good worker’ in their selection 
practices  also  have  a  powerful  influence  in  ‘constructing’  migration.  The  agencies 
interviewed revealed that their recruitment practices filtered the bodies of potential migrants 
in several stages during the selection process. Consider Kristaps once again: 
‘The selection is in three stages, first there is a medical questionnaire to check how healthy 
they are and then there is the berry game where they have to grade plastic strawberries 
quickly. That’s to test their ability using both hands and their methodical thinking. And the 
third  stage  is  intuition  and  our  feeling  about  how  they  behave  during  the  presentation. 
Because if somebody is just talking to their friends and not paying attention about where he 
will be living and you can tell that he just wants to have a good summer and he will not be a 
good worker… last year we interviewed 5,000 people and sent 1,500, so you see how many 
people get filtered out’  
Kristaps, labour provider  
 
7.2  Measurement of competencies and skills  
7.2.1  Healthy  
Although recruiters reported a range of different selection procedures (relating mainly to the 
sectors that they supplied to), the staged approach identified by Kristaps was shared by many. 
First most recruiters had a process for ensuring only ‘fit’ bodies were selected. The medical 
screening of the healthy body was of course not always by questionnaire (as with Kristaps), 
but ranged from full medical checks to visual interpretations of what the recruiters considered 
the essential characteristics of the healthy body.  
7.2.2  Competence   
Kristaps notes that after filtering for the healthy body, the next selection criteria involved 
checking for a proven capability. In this case of fruit pickers this involved the dexterity of 
applicants  (notice  that  he  was  interested  both  in  physical  and  mental  capability).  Other 21 
 
agencies  described  other  tasks  or  trial  assignments  that  they  set  for  applicants  (e.g.  a 
carpentry  workshop  for  potential  recruitment  of  joiners  (Aija))  to  test  their  physical  and 
mental aptitude for the work. Not surprisingly, more skilled work was also evaluated not only 
in terms of checking educational certificates but through, for example, language testing. 
7.2.3  Compliance  
Interestingly nearly all agencies were in accord with Kristaps third stage – the ‘intuitive’ 
assessment of the compliant ‘body’. Others went further admitting ‘we evaluate people not 
very legally, but we just have a look and … it is clear to us whether or not he is okay’ 
(Gabriels). But to be ‘okay’, judgements of the migrant returned to the issues of ‘attitude’ and 
‘appropriate’ submissive flexible behaviour  by the workers during the period of physical 
surveillance by the recruiter.  
7.2.4  Self-modification  
If the three stages identified by Kristaps and others involved a range of selection practices to 
check for the healthy body, the capable body and a compliant body, many recruiters added a 
fourth  embodied  practice  –  that  of  asking  successful  candidates  to  engage  in  self-
modification. Thus: to work in hospitality... with people for these positions I have said that 
you have to take some ear rings out and cut your hair and it should be one colour and so on 
and  we  even  provide  a  list  of  hair  and  hygiene  characteristics  that  they  need  to  have 
(Peteris),  while  another  agency  described  embodied  practices  that  formed  part  of  their 
orientation course. This involved ‘teaching them to smile. We say: go home and stay in front 
of the mirror and practice. But we have problems with not smiling because that is the reason 
for half of our candidates getting refused by employers…’ (Daina) 
  
The evidence of the quotations presented above can be thought of as illustrating a range of 
recruitment procedures and migrant performances that translate the embodied images of the 
‘good worker’ held by our interviewees into identifiable ‘practices’ that shape and produce 
the ‘bodily goodness’ of the ‘good worker’. The mapping of some of the representations of 
the good worker in terms of practices and performances is summarised in Table 2.   
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Table 2: From representation to practice in constructing the good worker.   
Discourses of the good worker  Practices and performances  Outcomes 
The healthy body 
Medical questionnaire and 
judgements based on physical 
appearance 
Those deemed not physically able 
to do the job are rejected 
The capable body 
Selection process involves specific 
tasks e.g. grading fake plastic 
berries 
Only those able to demonstrate 
aptitude to certain tasks selected 
Appropriate embodiment of the 
good worker 
List (or tacit understanding) of 
physical characteristics that 
candidates must meet (e.g.no 
piercings, visible tattoos, hair style 
and colour) 
Only those regarded as looking 
‘right’ are selected 
Good attitude, right motivation 
Meet all candidates and follow ‘gut 
feeling’ about them. Surveillance 
of attitude during set tasks, as well 
as a probing of motivation  in 
interview sessions 
Those not looking or sounding 
‘right’ are rejected.  Only those 
wanting to work abroad for the 
‘right’ reasons and’ expectations 
are selected 
A good level of English 
Application forms in English and 
hold interviews in English 
Only those with a satisfactory 
standard of English are selected 
 
8.  Discussion and Conclusions 
This paper has argued that an extension to the theorisation of a migrant division of labour 
(Wills et al, 2010) can be developed by exploring recruitment and employment practices that 
lie beyond the arena of global cities or other migrant destination regions. The ways in which 
employers exercise their preferences for some migrant employees over others in the hiring 
queue (Model, 2002) needs to be considered not only within the immediate proximate labour 
markets in which people are employed, but also in relation to the more distant places from 
which migrants are sourced. In studying how and why certain people are engaged in low 
wage employment and not others, this paper has argued that it is necessary to recognise that 
employers often are unwilling to invest the time and effort in engaging directly in recruitment 
screening,  and  as  a  result  use  gangmasters  and  international  recruitment  agencies.  The 
authors’  research  suggests  that  these  recruitment  firms  are  engaged  not  only  to  find 
appropriate labour ‘skills’, but are also charged with selecting ‘motivated’ workers who fit 
with employer’s ‘national and racialised stereotypes’ (Wills et al, 2010, 54).  
 
The original contribution of this paper is therefore in arguing that recruitment agencies play a 
key part in shaping migration geographies both at home and abroad. They do so not only by 
engaging in spatially selective recruitment of labour from certain places rather than others (by 23 
 
essentialising  the  type  of  potential  migrants  to  be  found  in  particular  places),  but  more 
significantly  they  produce  migration  outcomes  through  their  hiring  practices  that  draw 
socially  constructed  boundaries  around  migrant  bodies  –  those  that  are  deemed  ‘ideal’ 
relative  to  images  of  the  ‘good  worker’  (Scott  et  al,  2008)  and  those  that  are  not.  This 
research has focused on the role of recruiters in the processes that produce good workers. But 
it  should  be  re-emphasised  that  this  is  a  dual  process  in  which  migrants  self-regulate 
themselves as  well as  being directly regulated  by recruiters. The production of the good 
worker is thus a mutually conditioning process in which the practices of labour migrants and 
those  who  select  and  recruit  them  are  interlinked  and  difficult  to  differentiate  from  one 
another.  By  acting  and  presenting  themselves  according  to  their  interpretations  of  what 
recruiters and employers want, migrants serve to reinforce dominant understandings of the 
attributes that constitute the good worker.  
 
The  empirical  research  on  which  this  paper  rests  has  identified  three  main  features  that 
deepen understanding of how the migrant division of labour is produced in contemporary 
Europe. First, the paper analysed some of the stereotypes referred to by UK employers and 
Latvian recruitment firms and how they were translated into highly selective recruitment of 
certain types of migrant. Not surprisingly, interviewees made essentialist claims about how 
migrants sourced from certain places would have particular traits that could subsequently be 
exploited to advantage within the migrant division of labour. For example, ‘rural’ places and 
areas near to the Russian border were characterised by recruiters as being locations providing 
job  seekers  who  would  have  ‘less  choice’  and  thus  would  accept  less  desirable  jobs 
(Kristaps),  while  employers  in  certain  sectors  were  represented  as  desiring  women  of  a 
certain  age because they  would be more subservient and compliant when faced with  the 
disciplines of low paid routine work (Ludvigs). Thus, analysis of the interview transcripts has 
provided evidence of recruitment agencies operating as social institutions, regulating through 
the recruitment process who gains access to international work opportunities on a basis that is 
governed not so much by economic differentials (wage gaps between sending and receiving 
areas)  as  by  gendered  and  cultural  stereotypes  of  the  traits  associated  with  a  strong 
‘motivation’ to work hard (a desirable work ethic) and to accept the self-disciplining routines 
deemed necessary for those required to accept dirty or undesirable work by their employers.  
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A second contribution was found in the graphical images of the ideal migrant elicited from 
respondents.  Although  interviewees  represented  their  firms  as  professional  organisations 
following international regulated practices governing how migrants are recruited, the device 
of requiring respondents to draw what they looked for in a candidate revealed the presence of 
significant social norms framing the imagined ‘ideal’ migrant. Thus for potential migrants 
seeking  work in  agriculture ‘they are not  very  clever… but  the arms need to  be strong’ 
(Ludvigs), while for work in hospitality the applicant must ‘smile and be good looking…and 
follow a certain dress code’ (Velta). Candidates interviewed for foreign work and displaying 
characteristics deemed ‘undesirable’ were excluded (e.g. ‘it is important not to have visible 
tattoos’: Daina) because they did not conform to the image of the good worker, as negotiated 
between the UK employer and the ‘trusted’ Latvian recruiter (Peteris) whose surveillance 
practices were funded specifically to filter out deviant bodies.    
 
Third, the paper has noted the practices by which agencies act to select migrants based on the 
social  and  cultural  norms  that  they  have  identified  as  significant  to  their  international 
customers. The paper has shown that surveillance of the body often involves at least three 
levels  of  engagement  commencing  with  confirmation  of  a  healthy  body,  coded  not  only 
through  a  medical  questionnaire,  but  also  through  surveillance  of  signifiers  of  physical 
incapacity (‘old people cannot bend, so it is a problem’: Ludvigs). Only those deemed healthy 
could  advance  to  testing  for  their  physical  aptitude  for  the  proposed  work  (verified  for 
example in the case of potential agricultural migrants via a dexterity test in sorting fruit and 
vegetables). Finally many interviewees confirmed that their emphasis on worker attitudes was 
checked (see Kristaps’ quote, for example) not only in their self-disciplining of their bodily 
presentation at interview, but also in terms of observation of behaviour during an applicant’s 
interview  or  completion  of  a  trial  task  and  as  part  of  their  search  for  people  who  were 
‘workaholics and .. not demanding’ (Alise).   
 
However, these three findings offer a limited critique of the research findings. No attempt has 
been made here to determine whether agencies actually behaved as they claimed to do or 
whether there were contradictions between the textual and graphical images gleaned from the 
research encounters and the reality of gangmaster and recruitment firm behaviour. The field 25 
 
research was also not designed to capture irregular recruitment behaviour (Koser, 2009), even 
although  in  some  interviews  agencies  confirmed  that  they  were  often  confronted  by 
candidates from non-EU countries seeking to legitimise their entry to the UK via the semi-
compliant action of being recruited by a Latvian agency from within an EU state. Equally it is 
important to note that the reading of gangmasters and recruitment firms as serving only the 
interests of UK employers is simplistic. Only 24 per cent of Latvia’s 85 agencies claimed to 
operate uniquely to service the demands of employers. Many claimed to operate to meet the 
needs of jobseekers, and the research literature (Goss and Lindquist, 1995) confirms that the 
origin of gangmasters and international recruitment agencies often stems from the demand 
pressures of potential migrants seeking a means to access work abroad (thus for example 
former  travel  agents  have  been  recorded  as  mutating  into  recruitment  firms).  Moreover, 
elsewhere we have illustrated the complexity of multiple recruiter-employer regimes in the 
UK (McCollum and Findlay, 2011) and this complexity only increases when mapped onto the 
transnational field. The business of migration, as monetized by recruitment agencies, clearly 
therefore incorporates a diversity of social practices that reflect the multiple drivers of the 
international migration system, and not just the imperatives set down by migrant employers 
in the country of destination.  
 
In  conclusion,  this  paper  has  sought  to  extend  understanding  of  how  geographies  of 
international  migration are produced by focussing the research lens on one very specific 
function  in  the  transnational  migration  system:  the  activities  of  international  recruitment 
agencies. Despite the popularity of recent work focussing on migrant experiences and identity 
politics, this paper has chosen instead to revisit claims that structural processes are highly 
significant in setting the contexts within which migrants enter international employment. In 
particular the paper has unpacked the way that gangmasters and recruitment agencies are 
employed in  the  contemporary capitalist  system  to  survey, mould  and select  labour. The 
focus here has been on low wage labour. The evidence has suggested that social and cultural 
readings of the practices of these agencies helps in understanding the embodied, regional and 
national division of migrant labour. It does so because the power of the recruitment agency 
over labour is  at its greatest during the migrant selection process and this power can be 
exercised  most  fully  in  certain  places,  and  in  relation  to  particular  norms  informing  the 
recruiter  of  the  embodied  form  and  behaviour  of  the  ideal  migrant.  Just  as  international 26 
 
supermarket chains determine what is deemed to be the ideal shape and size of commodities 
such as fruit and vegetables to be sold in western retail outlets, so too hiring international 
labour results in a commodification of the body of the migrant worker to reflect the desires of 
foreign employers. The international migrant division of labour is thus not only gendered and 
racialised,  but  it  is  also  embodied.  This  is  a  novel  contribution  to  our  understanding  of 
embodied transnationalism (Dunn, 2010).    
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